Interpretation of lesions of the cardiac conduction system in cocaine-related fatalities.
This study examines cases of chronic drug users who died suddenly after drug administration. Victims were young subjects, aged from 19 to 35 from Switzerland and known to the police as long-term drug users. The circumstances of death suggested the occurrence of a sudden, unexpected death. Some victims were undergoing methadone treatment. In each case, a forensic autopsy and toxicological analyses were performed at the Institute of Forensic Medicine in Lausanne in Switzerland between 2002 and 2004, including hair analysis as a means to establish chronic drug use in general, and cocaine use in particular. The conduction system was examined histologically and cases showing potentially lethal changes were chosen for this report. The most frequent lesions found were severe thickening of the atrioventricular node artery, intranodal and perinodal fibrosis, and microscopic foci of chronic inflammatory infiltration. The authors conclude that pathological lesions in the conduction tissue may play a role in the occurrence of death attributed to intoxication consecutive to cocaine ingestion.